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I want to guard against what I consider is equally a doubtful supposition but is yet generally assumed: namely that all the animal and vegetable energies are derived solely from previous potential energies, or other energies capable by ordinary physical means (such as air engines, chemical actions, etc.) of being converted into potential energies. I want to say that perhaps the vitality of animals and plants may be able to reverse processes which would go on if not influenced by the vitality. We know, as I have said before, that the vitality can and does divert the course of action of energies: does it not then follow that it at least stops some of their courses of action or even reverses some ? And farther is it at all incredible that vitality should be able to cause the passage of heab into what you regard as neither more nor less than a true equivalent for it, namely, into the Joule's " equivalent" of potential energy or mechanical energy ? I do not think this supposition would be at all more wonderful than the one already generally admitted, that mind has the power of controlling the courses of energies during their passage to the lower state, or state of dissipation, and of equivalent augmentation of heat.
I suggest the above ideas for consideration, and I think there is much in them in regard to which it will be safest to suspend judgement.
Your affte brother,
JAMES THOMSON.
P.S. I would not have you to suppose that I am against the prevailing opinion that animal power is derived (or mainly derived) from potential energies stored in the food eaten and the air breathed: but what I chiefly want to say is that I do not think we are entitled to set down as a proved impossibility the conversion, through vital influence, of heat into mechanical energy; and I would say may not the impulse of volition communicated from the mind to the body consist in a reversal of an action or set of actions in the body, perhaps in the brain or nerves, which would go on under the ordinary physical laws; the antecedent and subsequent conditions, whether in the forward or reversed action, being (as I believe you say) truly equivalent for one another. Then when one part of an action is reversed or stopped it is easy to conceive that the whole remaining course of the actions may be thereby turned into new channels.
J. T."
"COLLEGE, April 21, 1862. MY DEAR JAMES,
I have not had time yet to read Mr Murphy's paper which you sent me, but I hope to do so soon, and to Write to you accordingly.